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The state of siege imposed by President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada last April which was invoked
to quell increasingly violent protests by teachers, labor unions, and coca growers ended on Oct.
16. Although the protests never completely ceased during the state of siege, now that civil liberties
have been restored, confrontations have erupted with renewed vigor in La Paz. Among the central
conflicts are ongoing clashes between teachers and police, and protests by organized labor against
government economic measures, especially the privatization of state firms (see NotiSur, 04/28/95).
The administration claims that the six-month state of siege accomplished its two main objectives:
to impose a climate of social peace, and to allow the privatization program to move forward. "The
'state of exception' has accomplished the objective for which it was declared, since there is now
peace and tranquility, which is what the country deserves," said government spokesperson Hugo
San Martin. According to San Martin, the state of siege allowed the privatization of six major
public enterprises to get off the ground, and the government now hopes to complete the sale of all
government monopolies by the first quarter of 1996 (see NotiSur, 07/13/95, 08/31/95, and 10/05/95).
Immediately after the state of siege was lifted, the Central Obrera Boliviana (COB) announced that
demonstrations against privatizations, educational reform, and the high cost of living would resume.
COB says that labor organizations, students at Bolivia's state universities, professional guilds,
and civic groups will participate. "We are primarily against the privatization of state enterprises,
especially Yacimientos Petroliferos Fiscales Bolivianos (YPFB)," said COB secretary general Oscar
Salas. The COB considers turning the YPFB over to foreign investors a loss of sovereignty since it is
a "strategic resource" and one of the most profitable in its contribution to the treasury. Among the
other companies slated to be sold are Lloyd Aereo Boliviano, the railroads, and Metalurigica Vinto,
with an expected income from the sales of US$2.5 billion.
The COB also opposes administration plans to raise the retirement age from 55 to 65, pointing out
that the average life expectancy of Bolivians is 60 years of age, according to UN statistics. "Social
Security should not be a matter for discussion with the government because it involves the savings
of workers for their old age and because workers need just pensions," said COB spokesperson
Johnny Butron. "What the government wants is to take the workers from their jobs to the cemetery
in a coffin without their collecting any retirement benefits." Despite the prohibitions imposed by the
state of siege, confrontations continued throughout the six-month period. During that time, some
300 labor activists were arrested in protests around the country (see NotiSur, 06/16/95 and 07/28/95).
During most of the state of siege, coca growers also continued their protests against government
policy aimed at eradicating coca fields. In September, however, the coca growers reached
an agreement with the government to allow eradication of new coca fields in exchange for a
government commitment not to use police to carry out the eradication. The growers blame the
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police for serious human rights abuses during the eradication operations. In addition, critics charge
that US-imposed government eradication programs applied since 1988 have been, for the most
part, a failure, with new fields springing up almost as soon as old fields were eradicated. Since
the government began the plan of voluntary eradication, campesinos have received monetary
compensation of between US$1,500 and US$2,500 for each hectare destroyed. However, after
seven years, the amount of coca leaf produced has increased. The agreement to voluntarily allow
some eradication was reached in Cochabamba between Interior Minister Carlos Sanchez Berzain;
the head of the organized coca growers, Evo Morales; leaders of the COB; and the campesino
organization Confederacion de Trabajadores Campesinos (CSTUCB). The Catholic Church
mediated in the negotiations.
"Leaders of the COB, the CSTUCB, and the unions of coca producers accept the voluntary
concentrated eradication of new coca fields planted after Apr. 1, 1995, and the existing seedbeds, in
coordination with base organizations, and without any type of compensation," read the agreement.
However, despite the eradication agreement, the government very quickly resumed forced
eradication programs, arguing that the dialogue between the government and coca producers
to resolve additional issues had broken off. Against this backdrop, protests erupted again with
renewed vigor almost immediately after the state of siege was lifted, with major demonstrations by
teachers, the COB, and coca growers breaking out in the capital and in rural areas.
On Oct. 20, police used tear gas to dispel a demonstration in La Paz by protesting teachers,
who responded by throwing rocks and bottles. One person was reported injured and several
demonstrators were arrested during the exchange. That demonstration was followed on Oct. 23 by
a protest by university students demanding that the government reinstate US$20.5 million in cuts to
state institutions of higher learning. And, the COB has called for a general strike in early November.
(Sources: Inter Press Service, 09/07/95; Reuter, 10/16/95; Notimex, 09/04/95, 10/19/95; Agence FrancePresse, 07/27/95, 08/06/95, 09/06/95, 10/22/95, 10/23/95)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

